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ABSTRACT 



Homework is often controversial, especially in the lower 
grades. This paper begins by surveying research pertaining to homework in 
elementary school and identifying the goals and objectives of the homework 
process. The discussion of the literature covers: (1) views on homework 

through the 20th century; (2) a need for homework policies; (3) advantages of 
homework; (4) disadvantages of homework; (5) effects of homework at each 
grade level; (6) comparison of the United States to other countries; and (7) 
making homework work. The paper next presents ideas for teachers, parents, 
and students regarding homework, including a recommended homework policy, a 
parents' checklist for monitoring study, and sample letter to parents about 
homework. The paper then describes a survey about homework habits 
administered to 40 parents and 60 students in second grade. Findings 
indicated that 83 percent of parents like very much that their children get 
homework, and 78 percent of students also enjoy homework. Students indicated 
a belief that by doing homework, they will become smarter. (Contains 26 
references.) (EV) 
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“Did you complete all your homework tonight , dear?" 



Catherine O’Roiarke-Ferrara 



Homework is an issue that is constantly in question, especially in the 
lower grades. The purpose of this article was to survey research 
pertaining to homework in the elementary school and identify the 
goals and objectives of the homework process. Data revealed that, 
after grade 4, the amount of homework done, does have an effect on 
academic achievement. A survey about homework habits was 
administered to 40 parents and 60 students from grade 2. The results 
indicated that, 83% of parents like very much that their children get 
homework and 78% of the students like doing homework, too. Other 
similarities existed in the responses for questions asked of both 
parents and students, too. The students indicated that by doing 
homework, they will be smarter. 
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r Ever since 1 started teaching, I find that some children constantly are not doing 
their homework. There are many different reasons why the child was not able to complete 
it. Sometimes a parent will send a note explaining why the child did not do the work but, 
most times it is only the child’s explanation that I hear. I also see a lack of parent 
involvement when it comes to doing the homework. I request that all homework should be 
signed as well as the assignment. With children that are having real difficulty, I try to get 
the parent in and explain the best way to help their child complete all the assignments 
given. Sometimes the problem is corrected but, many times the parents cooperate for just 
a few days or weeks and then the child is back to not doing homework. Although my son 
is in the 5th grade and my daughter in 3rd, I still check my children’s homework 
assignments and sign them all. It makes me wonder, is homework necessary at the 
elementary school level, and how much is appropriate, and what kinds of homework lead 
to academic achievement. What do parents and students expect from a homework 
assignment?. These are all questions I set out to answer as I read through the many 
research articles out there about, homework. What is homework? According to the 
American Heritage dictionary (1992), the definition of homework is; work, such a* 

schoolwork or piecework, that is done at home; preneratorv or nreliminarv work permission to reproduce and 
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Views on Homework through the 20th Century 

Over the years the debate as to whether homework is necessary or not, is still an 
issue that can be argued. Everyone has their own opinions, each contributing very valid 
points as to why homework should/should not be done. Researchers keep investigating 
what is best for the child when it comes to homework, and what effects it has on each 
grade level. There are many pros and cons as to whether or not homework is necessary at 
the elementary school level but, in the upper grades homework is definitely a must. 

During the earliest part of the century homework was opposed. From the time 
between 1910 to the 1920’s, homework was opposed because, it was believed to be 
unwholesome, professionaly unsupervised, allowed for children to practice too many 
mistakes, too much drill practice type homework was being given, and children had to 
carry their books home (Paschal, Weinstein, Walberg, 1984). Since means of 
transportation were poor and schools far from homes, this was a burden on the child. 

During the 1930’s, homework was accepted. It was seen as a tool for memorization 
and the mind could be stimulated from mental exercises. Memorization was something 
that could be done at home, homework was now a key part of schooling ( Cooper, 1989). 

During the next decade, homework was once again being opposed. It was being 
used as punishment, assignments were taking longer, and whether or not it helped to 
improve memorization skills was beginning to be questioned. The amount of homework 
being given lightened due to it interfering with afterschool activities and other private 
matters (Cooper, Lindsay, Greathouse, Nye, 1 998). 

By the 1950’s, with the launching of Sputnik by the Russians, America realized its 
students were not being prepared for the complex technological fixture and education 
lacked rigor. Technology was now in the forefront and America needed to catch up. 
Homework was now seen as a way of enhancing the amount of knowledge acquisition 
(Cooper, 1989). 

By the 1960’s homework became a big issue again but, studies done were mostly 
based on opinions. The homework pressures on children were leaving them too stressed 
out. This was viewed as being detrimental to their health. This was also the time of the 
Vietnam war when people were concerned with peace and love, the exposure to drugs 
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was effecting our children. Most approaches to homework were being questioned and a 
need for re-evaluation was evident (Cooper et al., 1998). 

Over the next decade the emphasis on homework declined and, once again, America 
would be in for a rude awakening. The 1980’s was a time of drastic changes in education, 
American schools were failing according to the U S. Department of Education which 
presented the report, A Nation at Risk as well as other national reports. They found our 
students in comparison to other nations, less qualified academically ( National Commission 
on Excellence in Education, 1983). Their findings lead to American schools reform, and an 
increase in the amount of homework being given. In comparison to other nations, 

American students spent less time on their academic work inside, as well as outside of 
school and, they did not use the time effectively. According to the report, high school 
students were spending less than one hour per night on doing homework. Schools were 
not helping students develop good study skills or how to use their time wisely. The report 
recommended that, “students in high schools should be assigned far more homework than 
is now the case,”(Turvey,1986). 

Once again, the views on homework changed towards a positive approach and 
America’s schools were being reformed. It was recommended that more time be devoted 
to learning the basics, use of the school day should be more effective, a longer school day, 
or a lenghtened school year should be considered, too. Overall, studies have shown that 
homework does increase academic achievement. 

A Need for Policies 

For homework to be successful we need to examine what homework policies, if 
any, exists within the school districts. There are some school districts without a policy, 
and even those that have policies but, are not always followed. We need to examine if 
local school districts have a formal policy; if the existing policies include modifications for 
students with disabilities; the attributes found within each districts policy(i.e., frequency, 
amount, types of homework, and types of feedback); and the methods used for 
communicating homework policies to teachers and parents (Roderique, Polloway, 

Cumblad, Epstein, Bursuck, 1994). 
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From the research done by Roderique, Polloway, Cumblad, Epstein, and Bursuck 
(1994) in reference to the preceding items, they found that most school districts do not 
have a formal policy, more than half allow for modifications for students with disabilities, 
and almost all districts informed parents about policies and/or regulations. Teachers were 
informed of policies by either distribution of district-wide or school handbooks, or by 
faculty conferences. 

Groups of parents, students, teachers, and administrators, should all be involved in 
the successful planning of a district homework policy (Foyle, 1986). Once established, a 
homework policy should be reviewed periodically and necessary revisions made as 
changes in curriculum occur (Roderique et al., 1994). The policy should reflect the 
purposes for all involved, teachers need a policy to guide them with assignments, children 
need to know what to expect, and parents have the right to know why and for what reason 
each assignment is given (Savage, 1969). Students in the middle schools sometimes get too 
much homework, and on other nights may not have any. The teachers across the grade 
level need to get together for weekly planning so that, students are not overwhelmed with 
the amount of homework required on a daily basis. There needs to be an open 
communication across; the grade levels as to what type of homework is being given. 

When a homework policy does not exist in the elementary grades, studies have 
showed that there are adverse affects on academic performance once these students are in 
high school. In the El Segundo study, homework was abolished in grades 5 through 8. By 
the time these students went through high school there was a significant drop in their high 
school marks in comparison to the students that did assigned homework in grades 5 
through 8 (Goldstein, 1960). A good foundation for the expectations of homework needs 
to be laid out in the beginning of a child’s school career in order for them to enhance their 
academic success through high school. 

We need to develop homework policies, practices, and tasks that will fit the needs 
of school learning, features of home environments and family life, and individual 
differences (McDermott, Goldman, Varenne, 1984). Homework is an issue that may help 
bridge the gap between regular education and special education students. Policies should 
address the unique needs of students with learning disabilities because, they are often 
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included in general education classes(Roderique et al., 1994). As school policies continue 
to dictate increases in homework, the expectations of all children whether in general or 
special education, will probably increase(Bryan, Nelson, 1994). 

Conducting a homework survey would be beneficial in helping to determine the 
teacher’s, parent’s, and student’s opinions of homework(Foyle, 1986). Once conducted, 
the data should be analyzed by the homework committee in order to develop a homework 
policy that can meet the needs of all students involved(Foyle, 1986). 

According to Hams Cooper (1989), who is considered to be the homework expert 
(Tabor, 1996), states that, districts need to clearly indicate their rationale as to why 
homework is given, why it is sometimes mandatory, and state the general time 
requirements. Schools need to notify parents of time requirements, coordinate assignments 
between all classes, and lay out the role of teachers and administrators. Then, the teachers 
can establish a classroom policy to inform the students as to what is expected of them and 
why (Cooper, 1989). 

Advantages of Homework 

Homework has been proven top boost academic achievement. Very early on in a 
child’s school career, homework helps to develop good study techniques and attitudes 
about school (Goldstein, 1960; Cooper et al., 1998). Independent study skills and working 
independently is a goal that homework can accomplish. Study techniques develop at a 
young age, and even if these children are prepared for what lies ahead, they will not be 
successful if we do not continue to build upon the amount of homework required of them, 
from grade to grade. In the El Segundo study, Goldstein (1960) helps to support this idea. 
The right amount of homework on each grade level is advantageous for increasing 
academic success and can be rewarding and fun. 

Students feel, that homework helps them learn new material and better 
their grades (Featherstone, 1985). Homework can provide challenges for the faster child 
as well as lend support to the slower child. All research showed that when homework was 
graded and commented upon, it lead to higher achievement, good attitudes and was shown 
to raise the overall learning average (Turvey, 1986). This can raise learning from the 50th 
to the 79th percentile (Walberg, Paschal, Weinstein, 1985). 
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When homework was individualized, options given, and it was meaningful to the 
classwork being covered, it was done willingly and the students were more successful 
(Black, 1997, Featherstone, 1985). Homework needs to be meaningful and compliment 
classroom learning. This can help reinforce, practice, and apply the strategies learned in 
school. Homework enhances and enriches the learning process. Parents feel that 
homework helps build character, develops children’s initiative and responsibility 
(Featherstone, 1985). 

Homework helps a parent get involved with their child’s education. Parents can 
aquaint themselves with what the child is learning in school. When parents are involved, 
students can raise their academic achievement. Parents who stimulate their child’s learning 
can raise achievement from the 50th to the 84th percentile (Paschal et al., 1984). A child 
can make great academic strides if, the learning process continues at home and the help is 
effective. There is a need for strong communication between parents and teachers in order 
for the child to be successful in all school related areas (Jayanthi, Bursuck, Epstein, 
Polloway, 1997). Homework can help create a closer bond between the home and school. 

Disadvantages of Homework 

Homework is a big part of all American families but, all of America’s families are 
not alike. The family background a child comes from can be very harmful to their school 
performance. A lack of communication may exist between the parent and teacher on the 
students performance. Fault may lie with either or. The home environment may interfere 
with homework completion (McDermott et al., 1984). Parents may lack the knowledge 
necessary to help their child or, just may not have the time too help them (Jayanthi et al., 
1997). 

Busywork, such as copying information or worksheets, has little value. When 
teachers put up the assignments at the end of the day and students rush to copy it, this can 
lead to errors in copying (Black, 1997). When the student gets home they will not be able 
to do the correct assignment due to the errors when copying it. If a child is not able to 
comminicate with a classmate about an assignment, they will return to school with it 
incorrectly done or, not done at all. Sometimes a student is given an assignment which the 
teacher feels should take about 25 minutes but, in reality it took more than an hour to 
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complete. Teachers do not have an accurate time frame as to how long an assignment may 
take. The faster child may complete it within the time allotted but, the slower child can 
not. 

Too much homework is interfering with free time (Tabor, 1996). Students may be 
involved in extra-curricular activities that interfere with homework completion (Cooper, 
1989). Today, many children are involved in afterschool activities and often times they do 
not complete all their homework assignments because of such involvements. This can lead 
to giving up the activity they are involved with, thus causing anger and frustration. 
Watching television, or talking on the phone while doing homework leads to poorly done 
homework (Cooper, 1989; Nathan, 1996). By the time a child finishes 12 years of school 
the average time spent on academic learning amounts to 6.2 years and television watching 
to 15.8 years (Paschal et al., 1984). 

Homework should never be used as a punishment. Too many teachers are still 
assigning useless, even counterproductive homework, work that duplicates without 
reinforcing material covered in class (Begley, 1998). Students in the upper grades are 
overloaded with homework from 5 to 6 major subjects in one night and hardly any the 
next. Drill sheets are sometimes given which, often leads students to practice mistakes. 
Effects of Homework on Each Grade Level 

In th early grades, homework can become a parent’s nightmare. By 2nd grade, 
parents begin to dread the nights. Too much homework in the early grades, especially 2nd, 
can interfere with family life and student performance (Cooper et al., 1998). Bad 
homework might explain the lack of connection between homework and student 
achievement in the elementary grades (Begley, 1998). If overwhelmed by the homework 
it can lead to school fail. Many parents feel the children are getting too much homework. 
Children are being turned off to learning and feeling stressed out. 

At the elementary level, math homework seemed to be at the top of the list for 
work that parents had the most difficulty with, in helping their child. It was recommended 
that even at the 9th grade level, no math books should be taken home and questions on 
math should only be answered by the teachers (Featherstone, 1985). Many educators over 
the years have been opposed to homework because, of the diverse family backgrounds 
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that children come from. They feel if a child comes from a home where the parents may be 
uneducated, to busy, or simply can not give their child the necessary help needed, then the 
child becomes frustrated and this can lead to failure. 

If a child is learning disabled, or has behavioral problems, the stress is even greater 
(Epstein, Polioway, Foley, Patton, 1993). Teachers of special and general education need 
to communicate the needs necessary for the success of children with special needs 
(Cooper et al., 1998). Even children with special needs will achieve higher grades by doing 
more homework. 

Harris Cooper (1989), an expert on homework, feels that before grade four, 
homework is not necessary for academic achievement. The results of a new study done by 
Cooper et al., (1998) suggests, that while the effects may not be immediately evident, 
eventually the homework done in the early grades will impact upon academic achievement. 
Evidence showed, that as early as the 2nd grade, the frequency of completed homework 
assignments predicted the grades. In the elementary grades, the assignments given are an 
indication of what the child has learned in school. Parents can see if what they learned, can 
be completed on their own or if there is difficulty. The later would suggest a need for 
review. 

At the elementary level, all research done shows, that homework has no conclusive 
effects on learning. However, at the high school level, homework leads to a higher level of 
academic achievement. This foundation starts out small and gets built upon little by little. 

In junior high school, homework raises student achievement about half as much from high 
school (Cooper et al., 1998; Black, 1997). Although, homework done may not show 
conclusive evidence on learning at the elementary level, a good foundation is needed for 
the overall academic success of our nations students. 

Comparison ofU.S. Standards to Other Countries 

At the time the of our schools reform in 1983, which was due to the report done by 
the National Commission on Excellence in Education, international comparisons of 
student achievement, revealed that, on 19 academic tests American students were never 
first or second and, in comparison with other industrialized nations, we were last seven 
times. American students compared to other nations, spend much less time on school 
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work; and time spent in the classroom and on homework is often used ineffectively. 
Schools were not doing enough to help students develop either the study skills required to 
use time well or the willingness to spend more time on school work. Standards are too 
low in America. 

In England and other industrialized countries, it is not unusual for high school 
students to spend 8 hours a day at school, for 220 days per year. Studies show that 
Japanese students high school degree is almost equivalent to our bachelors degree. U.S. 
students score lower because they spend less time studying inside and outside of school. 
Japanese students spend about 52 hours per week on learning in comparison to Americans 
that spend only about 34 hours per week on learning. Japanese students engage 
themselves in an additional 40 hours of tutoring and study per week, besides their regular 
school on Saturday, and they only have brief summer vacations (Walberg et al., 1985). 
Even the education at superior high schools in America can not compare to a Japanese 
education. 

In Scotland, study centers have been set up to help improve the connection between 
home and school. The home/school connection is critically important to a child’s success 
in school. Similar to American schools, studies showed that homework was a major 
trouble spot. A two year study of homework was commissioned in 1989 to find ways of 
improving the homework problems in Scotland. 

They pinpointed many of the problems and came up with the idea of study centers. 
These centers were set up for young people to go and do homework, or study. Schools 
would keep their libraries and resource centers open until the evening. Classrooms were 
set up as study support centers staffed with teachers, parents or volunteer tutors from the 
community. Some schools even ran residential weekends, weeks or summer schools. 

Other schools were encouraged to have their senior students help supervise or mentor the 
younger students. So far it has been successful but, the research is still in progress and the 
final results will not be concluded until two more years. The goal of these centers is to 
help students get their homework accomplished and build the bond between the home and 
school (MacBeath, 1998). 
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A Need for Homework and Making it Work 

Homework is necessary for the future of America’s schools and to make this 
possible, parents, teachers, students, and administrators, all need to work together for the 
success of our future generations (Polloway et al., 1994). Increased homework time is a 
partial answer to the decline in performance of America’s schools. Homework does make 
a difference in student achievement when that homework is effectively assigned (Turvey, 
1986). Sometimes it is necessary to individualize assignments (Black, 1997). 

For young children, give assignments that can be completed quickly. All elementary 
grade levels, including kindergarten, should have a minimum of four days of homework 
per week (Tabor, 1996), Assign homework that gives the student an opportunity to 
engage in creative and exploratory activities. Homework should relate to classwork. 
Homework that gives explicit lessons on how to study is very beneficial for young 
children (Cooper et al., 1998). In order to be successful in high school, a good foundation 
of attitudes and apptitude towards homework needs to be laid out in the early years. 

Although homework may be more important in some grades than in others, there 
needs to be regularity and continuity with homework throughout a child’s school career 
right from the very beginning (Goldstein, 1960). Being consistent will help lead to 
excellence in homework. Homework can help develop life long skills such as time 
management and organizational strategies. Teachers and parents can be the key helpers in 
accomplishing these skills. 

Parents, students, teachers, and policymakers need to know what is really going on 
with homework, what works and what doesn’t work. Homework can help build personal 
responsibility if parents help to support this goal through structure and supervision of 
homework. Communication about problems should be done early on in the year and not 
wait until regular conferences (Como, 1996). We need to work as a team in order for 
homework to be successful. 
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Helpful Ideas for Teachers, Parents, and Students 

I have included in my research a suggested homework policy by Harris Cooper 
(1989) in Figure 1. A homework policy is the first step necessary for implementing the 
completion of homework. The teachers and parents should be aware of the homework 
policy that exist within each school. These ideas and suggestions can be compared to the 
policy your school may have. Then you can decide whether or not your schools policy is 
lacking in any areas. In Figure 2, is a parent’s checklist for helping their child to develop 
good study techniques (Clary, 1986). This checklist can be used by the parent to help their 
child before they begin to study for a major assignment. When the child is given guidance, 
eventually they will be able to study independently by asking themselves these same 
questions. 

I have also included a letter which can be reproduced and distributed to parents in 
order to help get their child on the right path for successfully completing their homework. 
This information was taken from Helping Your Child with Homework (Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement, 1996). A copy of this letter should be distributed 
at the beginning of a new school year and parents should be reminded to refer to it when 
their child comes home to do homework. With all these techniques put to good use, each 
child has a chance to achieve academic success. The teachers, parents, students, and the 
administration all must work together to meet all the educational needs. 
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For Districts 

K“ f 3 r St ' effeCtlVe instructional tech ^ ue I‘ can have positive efFects on achievement and character 
development and can serve as a vital link between the school and family. 

“rt “r , P r TPOSeS at different **"■ ***”*" Scents, * should foster positive attitudes 
| habits, and character traits, her older students, it should facilitate knowledge acquisition in specific topics. 

Sh0Uld bC reqUired ^ ^ gfade IeVCk ’ bU * 8 of mandatory and voluntaiy homework i 



is most 



The frequency and duration of mandatory assignments should be: 

1 Grades 1 to 3-one to three assignments a week, each lasting no more than 1 5 minutes 

2. Grades 4 to 6-two to four assignments a week, each lasting 1 5 to 45 minutes 

3 Grades 7 to 9-three to five assignments a week, each lasting 45 to 75 minutes 

1 4. Grades 1 0 to 1 2-four to five assignments a week, each lasting 75 to 1 20 minutes 



For Schools 

IITie frequency and duration of homework assignments should be further specified to reflect local school 
] circumstances. 



and community 



In schools where different subjects are taught by different teachers, teachers should know: 

1 1 What days of the week arc available to them for assignments 

1 2. How much daily homework time should be spent on their subject 

Administrators should: 

I Communicate the district and school homework policies to parents 

1 2* Monitor the implementation of the policy 

1 3 Coordinate the scheduling of homework among different subjects, if needed 

Teachers should state clearly: 

1 I low the assignment is related to the topic under study 

2. The purpose of the assignment 

3 Ho w the assignment might best be carried out 

1 4. What the student needs to do to demonstrate that the assignment has been completed 

For Teachers 

I All students in a class will be responsible for the same assignments, with only rare exceptions. 

Honcworic will include mandmoi, uruignments. Failure ium in mandmon, assignment will neecssiiaie remedml 
| Homework will also include volunta, assigmnenis meant ,o meel die needs of individual modems or gmups of stndems. 

SSSSZSSl be * — .0 locale problems in modem progmss and. 



Topics will appear in assignments before and after they are covered in class. 



not just on the day they are discussed. 



fcZ* 7lT b , C "!? '° ,eaC \ COn,pleX ski,,s ‘ lt wdl generally focus on simple skills and material or on the 
I integration of skills already possessed by the student. 

J^i Wdl TaKiy t h f asked , to P 1 ^ a formal instructional role in homework. Instead, they should be asked to create a 
| home environment that facilitates student self-studv a 

From Synthesis of Research on Homework,” by H. Coorier 19 X 9 cv/,,--.; , r , 

Copyright 1989 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. ‘ P ’ 4? ^’ P 9 °' | J 



